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Religious and Moral Pluralism in Europe:
Theoretical Discussions and Empirical Findings
ABSTRACT
In this paper, we first briefly characterize what is meant by religion without en-
gaging the endless discussions on the true meaning or definition of religion. In the so-
ciology of religion, religion relates to the macro-, the meso-, as well as the micro-
levels. At the macro-level, we call certain teachings, doctrines or dogmas a “religion.”
We also distinguish between more or less religious societies. At the meso-level, a relig-
ion is understood as an organization like a church or a religious community. At the
micro-level, religion is considered the property of an individual. We usually do not call
this aspect religion, but religiosity. This paper focuses exclusively on this micro-level.
The conceptually distinguished dimensions of religiosity include practice, beliefs,
experience, knowledge, and moral consequences. Based on empirical findings, we treat
morality as a separate dimension. Theories of religious change usually do not distin-
guish between the remaining dimensions. In this paper, we focus on two dimensions,
namely practice and beliefs.
The first section outlines theories and hypotheses of religious change. They are (1)
“secularization” or “decline of religion” hypotheses, (2) “transformation” or “replace-
ment” hypotheses, and (3) “religious market” or “economical approach” hypotheses.
These major hypotheses are empirically tested in the second section. For this purpose,
large-scale data sets from WVS, ISSP, ALLBUS, and European Election Studies are
used. In the last section, the problem of moral change is discussed.
The results of data analyses suggest the directions of religious and moral plural-
ism. However, for the final conclusion, there remains a vast field for further research.
Key Words : religious pluralism, moral pluralism, macro-, meso-, and micro-levels,
secularization theory, religious transformation theory, religious market
theory, religious practice, religious beliefs, new religion/spirituality/the
meaning of life
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